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How do North and South Korea move toward an amicable and friendly relationship 
that would set the ball rolling toward a peaceful reunification by consensus? 

 
President Yoon Suk-yeol delivers an address to mark March 1 Independence Movement Day at an event  
held at the Yu Gwan-sun Memorial Hall in Seoul’s Jung District on March 1, 2024. (Yonhap) 

 

 
 
 
By Moon Chung-in, James Laney Distinguished Professor at Yonsei University 
 
Two hot topics of late among Korea watchers both here and abroad are whether North Korean 
leader Kim Jong-un has reached a strategic decision about going to war with South Korea and 
what is signified by his narrative about South and North being two separate states. Regarding the 
former question, a consensus is forming that an undesired military clash might lead to escalation, 
but that North Korea is unlikely to plan and execute an all-out war. But as for the second 
question, academics are divided about whether Kim’s “two states” narrative represents an 
aggressive tactical response, or a defensive structural transition. 
 
In my view, Pyongyang’s recent actions indicate that a structural transition is underway. 
Traditionally, North Korea’s unification policy has rested on two pillars. The first pillar was the 



proposal for a low-level federation — a federation characterized by one people and one state, but 
two regional governments and two systems. The second pillar was a “united front” strategy that 
sought to bring about a “revolution of democracy and national liberation on a national scale” that 
would obviously include South Korea. 
 
A particularly serious threat for South Korea was North Korea’s united front strategy (or 
stratagem) for strengthening revolutionary capacity in three areas (North Korea, South Korea and 
the international community) so as to build an underground party organization inside South 
Korea that could eventually pull off a communist revolution. That’s why even progressive 
administrations in South Korea have found themselves unable to scrap the National Security Act. 
 
In a plenary session of the Central Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) at the end 
of 2023, Kim Jong-un defined inter-Korean relations as “the relations between two states hostile 
to each other.” 
 
Then during a session of the Supreme People’s Assembly on Jan. 15, Kim went on to say that 
North Korea should “completely eliminate such concepts as ‘reunification,’ ‘reconciliation’ and 
‘fellow countrymen’ from the national history of our Republic.” 
 
Kim’s remarks signified both the total repudiation of the “special interim relationship stemming 
from the process toward reunification” to which South and North Korea had agreed in the Inter-
Korean Basic Agreement and the complete rejection of the plan for reunification through a 
federation based on the idea of “one Korea,” which had been advocated by Kim’s father and 
grandfather. That erodes the deference to the will of deceased leaders that has been one of the 
main characteristics of the North Korean system of government. 
 
North Korea had foreshadowed a shift in its united front strategy when it deleted a phrase about 
“a democratic revolution for the national liberation of the Korean people” from the WPK rules 
during the Eighth WPK Congress in 2021. And now North Korea has basically decided to chuck 
the whole idea. 
 
The North Korean government has shuttered a large number of organizations that had specialized 
in South Korean affairs, including the Committee for the Peaceful Reunification of the 
Fatherland and the Consultative Council for National Reconciliation, as it prepares to officially 
close the United Front Department, which has been a key department in the WPK. The North has 
also ended operations at Uriminzokkiri, a propaganda website, and the Pyongyang Broadcasting 
System, a state-run radio broadcaster, both of which had targeted audiences in South Korea. 
 
Even more shockingly, the North Korean regime ordered the demolition of the Monument to the 
Three-Point Charter for National Reunification (better known as the Arch of Reunification), 
describing it as an “eyesore.” The monument, on Unification Street in the Rangrang District of 
Pyongyang, had long been prized by North Korean leadership. 
 
That spells the total dismantlement of the united front strategy and a shift of Copernican 
proportions. 
 
Kim Jong-un provided the following explanation for this shift: “I think it is a mistake we should 
no longer make to regard the clan, who publicly defined us as the ‘principal enemy’ and is 



seeking only the opportunity of ‘collapse of power’ and ‘unification by absorption’ in collusion 
with foreign forces, as the partner of reconciliation and reunification. [. . .] It is not suitable to the 
prestige and position of [North Korea] to discuss the issue of reunification with the strange clan 
[that] is no more than a colonial stooge of the US.” 
 
First of all, this shift could be the result of Kim Jong-un’s ruling philosophy of “our state first.” 
But on a more fundamental level, it can be seen as a preemptive defense against the threat that 
South Korea poses to the North Korean system. 
 
It also sends the following message: Since North Korea no longer means to threaten the South 
Korean system with its united front strategy, South Korea should also stop harping on the 
territorial provision in Article 3 of its Constitution and refrain from threatening Pyongyang or 
meddling in its internal affairs in line with international norms and international law. 
 
When scrutinized carefully, however, there is no reason to conclude that these changes are 
necessarily negative for South Korea. 
 
South Korea’s unification policy has always been grounded in the “two state” model. Seoul’s 
proposed confederation of states was modeled on the EU and based on the principle of one 
nation in two states and under two systems and two governments. While South Korea prefers a 
unified state for the Korean people to be based on liberal democracy, it has proposed that the 
ultimate nature of reunification be decided through a national referendum with the agreement of 
both South and North. 
 
In light of that, Pyongyang’s “two states” narrative can paradoxically be seen as approximating 
South Korea’s basic position. The tricky part is how to move “the relations between two states 
hostile to each other” toward an amicable and friendly relationship that would set the ball rolling 
toward a peaceful reunification by consensus.  
 
That’s a tall order, to be sure. 
 
“The tyranny and human rights abuses of the North Korean regime deny the universal values of 
humanity. Unification is precisely what is needed to expand the universal values of freedom and 
human rights,” Yoon declared in a message on this year’s March 1 Independence Movement 
Day. 
 
Yoon’s speech amounted to an official endorsement of the idea that reunification represents the 
“northward march of freedom.” South Korea’s Ministry of Unification has also taken concrete 
steps to establish a liberal narrative on reunification. 
But what future would be brought by a unification policy that places “freedom” before “peace”? 
Will that help us to prevent war or devastation? Will it keep Korea’s division from being further 
entrenched? 
 
I can’t help but picture Don Quixote leveling the lance of liberty as he charges the windmills of 
La Mancha. 
 
Please direct questions or comments to [english@hani.co.kr] 
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